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Everyday Mobility: the 
Normalization of China-
Japan Migratory Flows and 
their Everyday Practice
Jamie COATES
Department of Anthropology
School of Culture, History and Language
Australian National University
Abstract: Chinese migrants now constitute the largest group of registered foreigners in 
Japan, with over 600,000 documented in 2006. This is the result of an intersection between 
WKH&KLQHVHJRYHUQPHQW¶VGULYHIRUHGXFDWLRQDODQGHFRQRPLFVXFFHVVDQG-DSDQ¶VÀH[LEOH
student visa labour system. It is the product of a normalization of mobility amongst young 
PRELOH&KLQHVH%DVHGRQPRQWKV¿HOGZRUNLQ7RN\R-DSDQ,H[SORUHWKHZD\VLQZKLFK
WKH GHFLVLRQ WR PRYH LV H[SHULHQFHG DV PXQGDQH DQG KRZ LW LV QHJRWLDWHG  DV D IRUP RI
everyday practice. Through this lens, this article posits multiple relationships between 
mobility, its limits and how this relates to mobile peoples sense of place in the world. 
Keywords: Japan, China, young mobility, everyday practice.
Contemporary movements between 
China and Japan defy simple 
FODVVL¿FDWLRQ /LNH RWKHU IRUPV RI
mobility, the boundaries between 
categories of movement such as tourist, 
student and migrant are blurred. 
0RUHRYHU WKH YLVDV ZKLFK GH¿QH
peoples movements between China 
and Japan do not necessarily encompass 
what they actually do. Tourist, student 
DQG ZRUNUHODWHG YLVDV DFW PHUHO\ DV
channels for a range of aspirations that 
GRQRWQHFHVVDULO\¿WWKHYLVDFDWHJRU\
selected. Furthermore, the restrictive 
limitations imposed on Chinese tourist 
visas mean that many Chinese people 
with touristic aspirations choose other 
visas which afford greater mobility. As 
VXFKPRELOLW\LVWKHSULPDU\PDUNHURI
WKHVHSHRSOH UDWKHU WKDQFODVVL¿FDWRU\
terms such as migrant, tourist, student 
or labourer. 
The purpose of this article is to 
GHPRQVWUDWH KRZ WKH H[SHULHQFHV RI
young mobile Chinese in Japan collapse 
simplistic distinctions of necessity and 
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desire for movement, and to show how 
WKLV H[SHULHQFH RI PRELOLW\ LV DNLQ
to other mundane realities for many. 
0RELOLW\ LQYROYHV FRPSOH[ UHODWLRQV
between the hopes an individuals 
families have for them and the hopes 
they have for themselves. Rather than 
the common assumption that mobility 
LV D VLJQRIÀH[LELOLW\RU VXFFHVV WKLV
paper interprets mobility as the result 
of both successes and failures. It 
involves tactical and strategic reactions 
to the options available and the forces 
which create these limitations. In this 
sense, mobility is best interpreted as 
a continuation of everyday practice 
in China rather than something 
H[FHSWLRQDORU VXFFHVVIXO 'H&HUWHDX
1984). 
Young mobile Chinese in Japan 
narrate their mobility as everyday 
and mundane; as a practical choice 
made within a range of options which 
are created by wider institutional forms 
in both countries. This can be seen as 
normalization, where the institutional 
and discursive encouragement of 
migration between China and Japan 
becomes internalized as a normative 
act for many mobile Chinese, despite 
overseas movements being only 
available to a small proportion of 
Chinas population. This paper argues 
that an everyday practice approach 
WRPRELOLW\ DOORZVXV WR DFNQRZOHGJH
the ways Chinese mobile subjects are 
formed by these institutional forces, 
without dismissing individuals own 
sense of the practicality in their 
movements.
Young mobile Chinese in Japan are 
subject to many obstacles in securing 
visas, passports and access to mobile 
lifestyles. However, the precarity 
of their situation is not limited to 
securing mobility, but also in trying 
to limit mobility. Once, mobile, 
\RXQJ &KLQHVH LQ -DSDQ RIWHQ ¿QG
the everyday realities of a mobile 
OLIH GLVRULHQWLQJ DQG GLI¿FXOW 7KH\
DUH XQDEOH WR UHPDLQ LQGH¿QLWHO\ LQ
-DSDQEXWDOVR¿QGLWGLI¿FXOWWRUHWXUQ
WR &KLQD ,Q SDUWLFXODU WKH GLI¿FXOW
choices presented by a mobile life were 
described as less an issue of choice than 
DV D JHQHUDO H[SHULHQFH RI µÀRDWLQJ¶
7KLV GUDZV DWWHQWLRQ WR ZKDW )UDQNH
3LHNH FDOOV WKH µPXQGDQH UHDOLWLHV RI
life beyond what is immediately policy 
UHOHYDQW¶ 3LHNH  DQG VKRZV
how, through the lens of everyday 
practice, mobility itself can become 
an obstacle for mobile Chinese youths. 
From China to Japan
After the death of Mao Zedong in 1976 
a period of rapid economic growth 
and social change emerged in China. 
Since this period of open policies 
&+1gaige kaifang)1 , there has been 
a large emphasis on growth in China. 
This period saw the transformation 
of a once solely state run economy 
LQWRDK\EULGPDUNHWHFRQRP\DQGDQ
opening of diplomatic and migratory 
relations with countries shut off from 
the PRC during Maos rule, such as 
Japan. These changes were particularly 
notable in the 14 prescribed special 
HFRQRPLF]RQHV¶6(=VDORQJ&KLQD¶V
eastern coastal cities, but have also 
spread generally throughout the urban 
centres of China.
This new emphasis on economic 
growth was accompanied by 
educational reforms. Studying overseas 
became popular and prestigious after 
June 1978, when Deng Xiaoping 
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instructed education departments to 
H[SDQG WKH VFDOH RI SHRSOH WUDYHOOLQJ
overseas for studies. Since then China 
KDVEHFRPHWKHZRUOG¶VODUJHVWH[SRUWHU
of international students. In 2006 
there were 343,126 recorded Chinese 
international students, constituting 
14% of the total international student 
population and amounting to three times 
WKHWRWDORIWKHVHFRQGODUJHVWH[SRUWHU
,QGLD81(6&27KLVGULYHIRU
international study has become a major 
means for legal overseas travel from 
China. Of the total number of Chinese 
students travelling, 89,000 Chinese 
VWXGHQWVZHQW WR WKH86$DQG
to Japan. However, due to special 
YRFDWLRQDO  VWXGHQWV DQG SUH
XQLYHUVLW\ ODQJXDJH VWXGHQW 
students) visa arrangements between 
China and Japan, Japan arguably 
constitutes the largest recipient of 
educationally-channelled Chinese 
PLJUDQWV)RUH[DPSOH/LX)DUUHUKDV
calculated the total of educationally 
channelled Chinese migrants in Japan 
WR EH  IRU  81(6&2
 /LX)DUUHU  /LX)DUUHU
2011).
Educational travel is one of 
the most reliable means for young 
Chinese citizens to travel overseas. 
/HJDO RYHUVHDV PLJUDWLRQ KDV EHHQ
encouraged by the Chinese Communist 
3DUW\ &&3 LQ WKH UHIRUPHUD DVSDUW
of the developmental imaginaries 
RI WKH QDWLRQ 1\LUL  ;LDQJ
2003; Fong 2004; Fong 2007; Xiang 
2007; Nyiri 2010; Fong 2011). In 
particular, overseas study has featured 
prominently in this promotion, as 
the CCP attempts to create broad 
LQWHUQDWLRQDO QHWZRUNV RI HFRQRPLF
DQGFXOWXUDOGHYHORSPHQW1\LUL
$ SDUWLFXODUO\ LQGLFDWLYH H[DPSOH RI
this is found in a 1992 State Council 
report on the principles of overseas 
study policy. These principles were to 
support study abroad, promote return, 
[uphold] freedom of movement, and to 
promote overseas individuals to serve 
the country, with serve the county 
&+1 wei guo fuwu) becoming the 
standard slogan for overseas students 
1\LUL&KHQJ
In her research amongst students 
in the reform era, Vanessa Fong 
has argued that images of Chinas 
place in the world are embedded in 
a broader notion of modernising 
China that is subject to the perceived 
QHHG IRU &KLQD WR PRGHUQLVH )RQJ
2004; Fong 2007; Fong 2011).  The 
students Fong interviewed often 
voiced disappointment with the rate of 
progress in China, and the perceived 
inferiority of Chinese standards of 
living. Hence, they felt it necessary to 
go overseas to develop themselves. At 
the same time, they framed this desire 
LQWHUPVRI¿OLDOGXW\WRWKHQDWLRQE\
cultivating themselves overseas and 
returning at a later date.
By the 1990s, Chinas new 
emphasis on overseas study and 
migration coincided with Japans 
own social developments. Japans 
ageing population, labour shortage, 
and the hesitation of the domestic 
SRSXODWLRQ WR HQJDJH LQ FHUWDLQ NLQGV
of employment, created a new labour 
PDUNHW IRU WHPSRUDU\PLJUDWLRQ /LX
Farrer 2007). These developments were 
WKHFDWDO\VWIRUVHYHUDOPLJUDWRU\ÀRZV
LQWR -DSDQ )RU H[DPSOH %UD]LOLDQ
citizens with Japanese ancestry were 
granted a special visa entitlement to 
ZRUN DQG OLYH LQ -DSDQ 5RWK 
Similarly, young Southeast Asian 
women were attracted to Japan via 
Jamie Coates Everyday Mobility | 9
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entertainment visas and trainee visas. 
Entertainment visas were promoted 
DV D FXOWXUDO H[FKDQJH YLVD DOWKRXJK
they were predominantly used within 
Japans adult entertainment industry 
+LVDGD  'RXJODVV DQG 5REHUWV
2000). Trainee visas were designed 
as a form of on the job training but 
have been widely criticised as an 
H[SORLWDWLYH DQG VKRUW VLJKWHG VFKHPH
to bring cheap labour into the care 
LQGXVWU\7HUDVDZD
According to my own research, as 
well as that of other scholars, young 
mobile Chinese predominantly come 
WR -DSDQRQHGXFDWLRQDOYLVDV 7DMLPD
 /LX)DUUHU  7KH UHODWLYH
ease in attaining one of the several 
types of student visas and the part-time 
ZRUNDUUDQJHPHQWVSHUPLWWHGXQGHUWKH
various educational visa categories has 
ensured that student visas have become 
DSUR[\FKDQQHO IRU ODERXUPLJUDWLRQ
/LX)DUUHU KDVQRWHG WKDW WKHSRVVLEOH
FRPELQDWLRQ RI ZRUN DQG HGXFDWLRQ
via student visas in Japan has ensured 
that a variety of different aspirations 
for social mobility and economic 
VXFFHVVÀRZWKURXJKVLPLODUPLJUDWRU\
channels. 
My own research mirrors much 
of the current sociological research 
in regards to educational visas and 
PRELOLW\ &KHQJ  7DMLPD 
/LX)DUUHU  3LHNH  /LX
)DUUHU  /LX)DUUHU  &KHQJ
2003). The differences between the 
educational and economic aspirations 
of mobile Chinese are not as distinct 
as one might assume. Educational and 
economic migration is inseparable 
LQ WKH FRQWH[W RI PRYLQJ WR -DSDQ
with mobile aspirations and plans 
shifting depending on opportunities 
DQG H[SHULHQFH 0DQ\ ODQJXDJH
students originally intending to enter a 
XQLYHUVLW\LQ-DSDQRSWWRZRUNLQVWHDG
and, vice versa, those originally trying 
to earn money end up attempting some 
form of education due to the advantages 
it brings. Moreover, the possibility of 
becoming more cosmopolitan through 
µWRXULVWLF¶H[SHULHQFHVDEURDGDOVRSOD\
a role in young mobile Chinese lives 
in Japan. In this way, mobile Chinese 
SHRSOH OLYLQJ LQ -DSDQ UDUHO\ ¿W D
VLPSOHFODVVL¿FDWRU\PLJUDWLRQPRGHO
This is due to the high living costs 
associated with living in Japan and the 
desire for mobile life trajectories. 
Studying mobile people: method 
and positionality
My research is based on 20 months of 
HWKQRJUDSKLF ¿HOGZRUN LQ ,NHEXNXUR
7RN\R ,NHEXNXUR LV VLWXDWHG RQ WKH
QRUWKZHVWHUQFRUQHURI7RN\R¶VFHQWUDO
ring line. It is the major transfer hub 
for the residential areas surrounding 
7RN\R VXFK DV 6DLWDPD DQG KDV
become a popular entertainment area 
for businessmen and various youth sub-
FXOWXUHVVXFKDVµURWWHQJLUOV¶*DOEUDLWK
2011). Due to its low rents, vibrant 
entertainment area and central location 
it is a convenient space to live cheaply 
ZKLOVWVWLOOEHLQJDEOHWR¿QGZRUNDQG
VWXG\ &RQVHTXHQWO\ ,NHEXNXUR KDV
also become a popular destination for 
recently-arrived Chinese nationals in 
Japan, often referred to as Chinese 
1HZFRPHUV¶E\VFKRODUVVXFKDV-XQNR
7DMLPD 7DMLPD  2YHU WKH SDVW
twenty years, this area has attracted a 
VLJQL¿FDQW QXPEHU RI &KLQHVH VPDOO
business owners, which has also 
LQFUHDVHG,NHEXNXUR¶VDSSHDOWRPDQ\
new arrivals. The growing number of 
10 | IRSR Volume 3, Issue 1, February 2013
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&KLQHVH LQ ,NHEXNXUR KDV FXOPLQDWHG
in over 200 Chinese-owned businesses 
RQWKHZHVWHUQVLGHRI,NHEXNXURWUDLQ
station and is now seen to be a thriving 
hub of Chinese sociality.
My reaction to my interlocutors 
LV UHODWHG WR P\ RZQ H[SHULHQFH DV
a mobile subject and surprise at the 
increasing number of Chinese people 
in Japan. I entered university as a 
China studies undergraduate and 
consequently spent several years living 
in both Beijing and Taiwan. Whilst 
OLYLQJ WKHUH , FDPH WR PDNH VHYHUDO
Japanese friends; when I went to visit 
D IULHQG LQ 7RN\R , FDPH DFURVV WKH
prevalence of Chinese students at 
Japanese universities. It was 2004, and 
a series of violent anti-Japan protests 
had ignited earlier that year in Beijing, 
VSDUNHG E\ VHYHUDO HYHQWV GXULQJ WKH
Asian Cup, a region-wide football 
FKDPSLRQVKLS 0\ H[SHULHQFHV OLYLQJ
in China gave me a strong sense of the 
prevalence of anti-Japan sentiments 
LQ&KLQD ,ZDV WKXV VXUSULVHG WR¿QG
Chinese students to be the largest 
group of international students in 
-DSDQ,WULHGWR¿QGRXWPRUHDERXWWKLV
group, but at that time there was little 
ethnographic scholarship on Chinese 
people in Japan.
It was only later, when I found 
IXQGLQJWRFRQGXFW¿HOGZRUNLQ-DSDQ
as part of my PhD, that I was able to 
pursue my initial interest in this topic. 
I was perhaps naively too focused on 
the question Why are Chinese people 
PRYLQJWR-DSDQ"¶ZKHQ,¿UVWVWDUWHG
my research. I was attracted to an area 
RI 7RN\R NQRZQ DV ,NHEXNXUR DIWHU
several failed attempts to follow the 
EXV\ QHWZRUNV RI &KLQHVH VWXGHQWV
who, although friendly, lived a busy 
life which moved between purposeful 
isolation, several part-time jobs and 
study. Their busy lives left me with a 
rich sense of the everyday nature of 
mobility for young Chinese people 
from major urban centers along 
Chinas east coast. It also revealed the 
limitations of participant observation 
in such hectic mobile lives. Young 
PRELOH&KLQHVHOLYLQJLQ7RN\RMXJJOH
hectic schedules between study and 
ZRUNQHHGLQJWRDWWHQGFODVVHVWRIXO¿OO
their visa requirements while earning 
money to cover their living costs. This 
leaves little time for social interaction 
ZLWK FODVVPDWHV DQG FRZRUNHUV OHW
alone a nosy anthropologist. What is 
more, even when invited into peoples 
OLYHV P\ ¿HOGZRUN PDLQO\ LQYROYHG
short interviews with young mobile 
Chinese in their dorm rooms. I was not 
DOORZHG WR IROORZ WKHP WR ZRUN OHVW
I cause trouble with their employers, 
and my efforts to follow them in 
other parts of their lives meant I was 
always focusing on one interlocutor 
DWWKHH[SHQVHRIDQRWKHU$OORIWKHVH
problems gave me the feeling that my 
¿HOGZRUN ZDV LQFUHDVLQJO\ EHFRPLQJ
centered on my relationship with 
several of my interlocutors, and was 
vastly altering the schedules of the 
\RXQJPRELOH&KLQHVH,NQHZ
Several small businesses in 
,NHEXNXUR KDG SHWLWLRQHG WKH ORFDO
government to have the northern gate 
DUHD RI WKH VWDWLRQ UHODEHOHG µ7RN\R
&KLQDWRZQ¶ )RU D GHWDLOHG DFFRXQW
see Yamashita 2010). Disappointed by 
my inability to follow young mobile 
&KLQHVH DFURVV 7RN\R , GHFLGHG WR
SLFNDSDUWLFXODUVSDFHIURPZKLFK WR
try and document their lives. I lived 
in an illegal Chinese dormitory, spent 
hours in small businesses such as hair 
VDORQV DQG UHVWDXUDQWV DQG ¿QDOO\
Jamie Coates Everyday Mobility | 11
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HVWDEOLVKHG D QHWZRUN RI LQWHUORFXWRUV
that started to create an ethnographic 
picture. 
All together, I had regular contact 
ZLWK RYHU  LQWHUORFXWRUV DQG
conducted repeated unstructured 
interviews with a core group of 30 
interviewees. All of my interlocutors 
ZHUHEHWZHHQWKHDJHRIDQGDQG
came from a range of socio-economic 
EDFNJURXQGV 7KH\ KDG DOO OLYHG LQ
Japan for less than 10 years, and came 
from major urban centres, mostly 
from Northeast China. Although 
my interlocutors shared their family 
EDFNJURXQGVZLWKPHPDQ\ZHUHKDUG
to verify and often my interviewees 
VDLG WKH\ GLG QRW NQRZ WKH LQFRPHV
of their families. For my interlocutors 
who were children of small enterprise 
EXVLQHVVHV &+1 JHWLKX LQ 'DOLDQ
or Shenyang a parents income could 
ÀXFWXDWHGUDPDWLFDOO\IURPDVOLWWOHDV
50%URXJKO\86'WR
50%86'DPRQWKGHSHQGLQJ
on their parents sales. In the case of 
those whose parents had government 
positions, their parents meagre 
LQFRPHV 50% PRQWK
were offset by the accommodation 
provided through their parents 
employment unit, as well as a range 
RI FRPPHUFLDO DFWLYLWLHV XQGHUWDNHQ
to supplement their incomes. For 
H[DPSOH RQH RI P\ LQWHUORFXWRU¶V
SDUHQWV ZKR ZRUNHG ZLWKLQ D ORFDO
government unit, also imported small 
shipments of iPad covers to sell to 
PDUNHW VWDOO RZQHUV 0\ UHPDLQLQJ
interlocutors were reticent to discuss 
their parents incomes, often using 
VLPSOH WHUPV GHVLJQHG WR GHÀHFW P\
TXHVWLRQV VXFK DV µZHDOWK\¶ RU µVWLOO
able to eat). My general observation 
was also that students determination 
to self-support while living in Japan 
HYHQWKRXJKLWZDVRIWHQLPSRVVLEOH
PHDQWWKDWWKHLUHFRQRPLFEDFNJURXQG
ERUH RQO\ VRPH LQÀXHQFH RQ WKHLU
lifestyles in Japan. Young mobile 
&KLQHVH OLYLQJ LQ ,NHEXNXUR ZHUH
UDUHO\IURPHOLWHEDFNJURXQGVEXWDWWKH
same time they were not from Chinas 
poorer western regions. Japan is easy 
to reach from China, with the cheapest 
option being an overnight ferry from 
Tianjin or Qingdao at roughly 1600-
 50%  86' ,W DOVR
SURYLGHVWKHPRVWÀH[LEOHZRUNVWXG\
visa arrangements. Consequently, my 
interlocutors came from varied strata 
of socially mobile Chinese urbanites 
who although not necessarily wealthy, 
could pursue their ambitions and those 
of their family. Within this paper I 
will use small ethnographic vignettes 
DQG LQWHUYLHZ H[FHUSWV WR KLJKOLJKW
WKHH[SHULHQFHVRIWKHVH\RXQJSHRSOH
OLYLQJLQ,NHEXNXUR
The normality of studying overseas
;LDRFKHQDQG,VDWLQWKHNLWFKHQ
WRJHWKHURQVPDOOPDNHVKLIWSODVWLF
VWRROVVKDULQJDSDFNRIFLJDUHWWHV
IURP &KLQD ZKLFK VKH¶G WULFNHG
her father into sending over to 
Japan as a gift for her friends. 
They were in fact for her.
7KLV NLWFKHQ ZDV WKH FRPPRQ
space I shared with 9 Chinese 
students in a small dormitory in 
,NHEXNXUR 7KH GRUPLWRU\ ZDV D
FUDPSHGVSDFHRQWKH¿IWKÀRRURI
DQRI¿FHEORFNWKDWZDVLQWHQGHG
for small businesses rather than 
residential living. Each room was 
barely a metre wide and close 
to 3 metres deep, and although 
they were advertised as private 
12 | IRSR Volume 3, Issue 1, February 2013
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quarters, gaps in construction and 
paper thin walls made it private 
in name alone. Nonetheless, it 
was not much worse than other 
forms of student living common in 
7RN\RDQGLWZDVORFDWHGRQO\¿YH
PLQXWHV¶ ZDON IURP WKH KHDUW RI
the major station in the north-west 
RI 7RN\R ,NHEXNXUR ;LDRFKHQ
OLNHPHKDGEHHQLQWURGXFHGWRLW
through an informal contact. 
Xiaochen and I slowly enjoyed the 
aroma of Panda brand cigarettes, 
discussing the nostalgia that the 
WKLFNVWURQJDQGXQFRQWDPLQDWHG
ÀDYRXU RI &KLQHVH FLJDUHWWHV
brought. Xiaochen commented 
that though Chinese cigarettes 
are strong, theyre more natural, 
XQOLNH WKH FKHPLFDOO\ VWULSSHG
DQG ZHDNHU FLJDUHWWHV SRSXODU
in Japan. As we discussed this 
nostalgia however, Xiaochen 
paused and said:
µ<RX NQRZ , GRQ¶W UHDOO\ NQRZ
KRZ,HQGHGXSOLNHWKLV¶
I responded, Addicted to 
cigarettes?
No. In Japan Id never really 
thought much about it, yet here I 
DP¶ , TXLFNO\ DVNHG KHU WR KROG
WKDWWKRXJKWDQGWRRNRXWDQDXGLR
recorder, saying Thats really 
LQWHUHVWLQJLVLWRNLIZHWDONDERXW
it and I record it for my research? 
She nodded.
,DVNHGµ:KDWGR\RXPHDQZKHQ
you say, you never thought much 
about it?
Well, Id often gone to help 
friends buy things before leaving 
the country and Id always thought 
it was strange actually. Everyone 
seemed to be doing it but I was 
pretty happy at home. So Id never 
thought that one day I could be 
OLNHWKHPDQGJRRYHUVHDV¶
Whys that?
I had no interest, no motivation 
-31\DUXNL¶
So tell me the story of how you 
got here.
µ7KH \HDU EHIRUH ODVW , ¿QLVKHG
high school. At that time Id 
intended to attempt the entrance 
H[DPLQDWLRQVDWWKHORFDOWHFKQLFDO
FROOHJH &+1 GD]KXDQ EXW P\
JUDGHVZHUHQ¶WWKDWJRRG,WDONHG
to one of the lecturers there and he 
said that there are more and more 
SHRSOH ZLWK GLSORPDV &+1
wenping) now, and that even 
though they have them they cant 
¿QG ZRUN 6R , VWDUWHG WR WKLQN
WKDW PD\EH , VKRXOG MXVW ZRUN
that diplomas have no use in the 
end. My mother said to me that 
they still wanted me to study, and 
suggested I go to Japan instead. 
So that year I started at a language 
school in Fuzhou. Around July
µ:K\ GR \RX WKLQN WKH\ FKRVH
Japan?
Its closer, the visas easier and 
theyd seen a few people go there 
before, I guess
And whyd you agree
Hmm, I thought that Japan is 
VWLOO D SODFH IRU $VLDQV &+1
yazhouren), that itd be easier than 
English because of the writing 
system, and it just didnt seem as 
far away.
So what else did you do then?
Well I studied there for half a 
year and organised the formalities 
&+1EDQOHVKRX[X¶
What did you have to do?
Some things my parents 
RUJDQLVHGOLNHJHWWLQJDSDVVSRUW
But I had to do some of the things 
to apply for the visa. The pre-
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FROOHJH VWXGHQW &+1 MLX[XH
visa is pretty easy though. You get 
D\HDULQ-DSDQQRTXHVWLRQVDVNHG
&+1PHLZHQWLOH¶
You just need a language school?
µ<HDK\HDK&+1GXLGXLGXL¶
Xiaochen described the procedures 
her parents carried out to get her to 
Japan with a no-nonsense obviousness, 
listing the various stages she went 
WKURXJK ,W LV GLI¿FXOW WR FDSWXUH LQ
ZULWWHQIRUPEXWZKDWVWUXFNPHDERXW
this conversation with Xiaochen was 
her disinterested tone. Rather than the 
result of a particular personal desire, 
;LDRFKHQ H[SODLQHG KHU PRELOLW\ DV
merely a strategic choice made by her 
DQG KHU IDPLO\ , ZRXOG DVN KHU DQG
my other dorm mates whether there 
KDGEHHQDQ\RWKHULQÀXHQFHVWKDWKDG
GLUHFWHGWKHPWR-DSDQ,DVNHGZKHWKHU
they had had dreams of moving to 
-DSDQSHUKDSVLQÀXHQFHGE\-DSDQHVH
SRSXODU FXOWXUH ÀRZV WR &KLQD DQG
was always met with a short no. This 
blunt refusal surprised me to some 
H[WHQW DV RWKHU VWXGHQWV , NQHZ IURP
southeast Asia, Europe and America 
often cited Japanese pop culture as 
D PDMRU LQÀXHQFH LQ WKHLU GHFLVLRQ
to move to Japan. My interlocutors 
responses suggested to me that they 
had very little desire to move to Japan 
in particular, and that the need to move 
was seen as an everyday strategy 
LQÀXHQFHGE\ WKHYDULRXV LQVWLWXWLRQDO
and familial factors that normalized 
their movements. This normalization 
is understood both in terms of the 
H[SHULHQFHRIPRYLQJDQGLQWHUPVRI
my interlocutors reports of how their 
family and friends felt about it.
0\ LQWHUORFXWRUV¶ UHVSRQVHV ¿W
into the state-approved discourses in 
China which encourage movement 
RYHUVHDV 1\LUL  1\LUL 
These discourses resulted in what 
was popularly referred to as leaving 
IHYHU¶&+1chuguore)RUH[DPSOH
see Ong, 1997; Ong, 1999). The term 
fever is commonly used to describe 
DQ\NLQGRISRSXODUFUD]HLQ&KLQDIRU
H[DPSOH'DYLG3DOPHULQKLVUHVHDUFK
on Chinese body cultivation practices 
NQRZQDVQigong, has discussed fever 
DV D NLQGRI µFROOHFWLYH HIIHUYHVFHQFH
ZKLFK RFFXUV ZKHQ RI¿FLDO SROLFLHV
and informal signals sent from above 
correspond with, open space for, and 
DPSOLI\SRSXODUGHVLUH¶3DOPHU
278). This leaving fever has been 
accompanied by a rhetorical drive for 
HGXFDWLRQDO VXFFHVV LQ&KLQD .LSQLV
2011), which is internalised in parents 
RZQ KRSHV IRU WKHLU FKLOGUHQ )RQJ
2004; Fong, 2007; Brandstadter and 
6DQWRV  )RQJ  .LSQLV
2011). These various forces contribute 
to what Pal Nyiri has called a mobility 
regime which insists that it is essential 
for the modern Chinese subject to be 
PRELOH¶ 1\LUL   7KLV
is not to say that all Chinese subjects 
are necessarily mobile, but rather it is 
a popularly held social fact in China 
that mobility is desirable. Indeed, Julie 
Y. Chu has shown that the failure to 
EH PRELOH LV D VRXUFH RI DQ[LHW\ IRU
many of the villagers she researched in 
)X]KRX&KLQD&KX
My interlocutors strategic choice 
RI -DSDQ DV GHVWLQDWLRQ ¿WV ZHOO ZLWK
FXUUHQW VFKRODUO\ ZRUN RQ VWXGHQWV¶
choices when leaving China. In 
Fongs research on young Chinese 
aspirations to move overseas, she 
followed a group of participants whom 
she had previously interviewed at 
KLJK VFKRRO DJH )RQJ  7KH
14 | IRSR Volume 3, Issue 1, February 2013
 - 10.1515/irsr-2013-0002
Downloaded from PubFactory at 08/04/2016 12:00:02PM
via free access
interviewees were originally from the 
Chinese city Dalian, but had moved 
to various countries, such as Ireland, 
Japan, America, Britain and Australia. 
Despite voicing a desire to go to 
America or Britain, the majority of 
Fongs informants ended up spending 
D VLJQL¿FDQW SHULRG RI WLPH LQ HLWKHU
Ireland or Japan. This was due to the 
ÀH[LEOH YLVD DQG ZRUN V\VWHPV LQ
these countries, and in particular, the 
relative ease of getting a Japanese 
student visa. Fong shows that although 
mobile Chinese have preferences 
for certain countries, the most 
VLJQL¿FDQW GLVWLQFWLRQ ZDV ZKHWKHU
they were considered developed. 
Fongs informants dreamed of going 
WR D µGHYHORSHG FRXQWU\¶ &+1
fadaguojia), which was envisioned 
as a general category in their dream 
UDWKHU WKDQ LQ UHIHUHQFH WR D VSHFL¿F
country. These countries were referred 
WRDVDµSDUDGLVH¶&+1tiantang), and 
although it was considered the less 
SUHVWLJLRXVµVLOYHUSDWK¶&+1yinse), 
42% of her informants had spent at 
OHDVWPRQWKVLQ-DSDQPDNLQJLWWKH
PRVW VLJQL¿FDQWPHGLDWRU LQ WKHJRDOV
of young Chinese to move overseas.
However, while Fongs students 
VSRNH RI RYHUVHDV DV D µSDUDGLVH¶
P\ RZQ LQWHUORFXWRUV VSRNH RI -DSDQ
in more sombre tones. In fact, one 
interlocutor sardonically made a pun on 
the term paradise by calling Japan a 
µFRQVXPSWLRQSDUDGLVH¶ &+1xiaofei 
tiantang7KH\ WKHQ IROORZHG WR MRNH
about how this paradise wasnt in 
the grasp of busy and poor Chinese 
VWXGHQWV ,W ZDV WKH\ VDLG OLNH EHLQJ
invited to a banquet but not allowed to 
HDW7KLV MRNH UHÀHFWVDEURDGHU VHQVH
I found among young mobile Chinese 
in Japan that Japan was merely seen 
as an optional destination, rather than 
a paradise. The stories of overseas 
travel amongst my interlocutors, and 
the motivations for leaving China were 
far more practical than aspirational. 
For Xiaochen, the decision to move 
to Japan was mainly motivated by 
her failure to get into a well-respected 
XQLYHUVLW\ DQG GLI¿FXOW\ LQ ¿QGLQJ
ZRUNDIWHUFRPSOHWLQJDVKRUWGLSORPD
in early age child care. The decision 
was also not fully her own, her parents 
hopes for their only child being a larger 
factor than her own aspirations. As 
;LDRFKHQVDLG VKH µGLGQ¶WNQRZKRZ
she ended up in Japan, her travel being 
ODUJHO\LQÀXHQFHGDQGDUUDQJHGE\KHU
family.
Many of my interlocutors told 
similar stories to Xiaochens.
My parents suggested I apply 
ZKHQ , ¿QLVKHG KLJK VFKRRO
because my sister had moved 
over here, but I was rejected by 
the embassy during the interview 
for my application. I didnt really 
want to go in all honesty, but when 
I was rejected, I felt left out and 
became determined to come here. 
I applied three more times before 
I was accepted. By then I was 28. 
 \U ROG PDOH IURP /LDRQLQJ
7DNXVKLWD8QLYHUVLW\VWXGHQW
Before the moment I sat down 
on the plane, Id never thought 
about coming to Japan. I didnt do 
well in school, and after spending 
D \HDU ORRNLQJ IRU ZRUN P\
mother said shed support me. 
$WWKDWWLPHHYHU\RQHZDV
OHDYLQJWKHFRXQWU\,GLGQ¶WWKLQN
of where I was going, just that I 
had nothing to do in China. It was 
DFRLQFLGHQWDORSSRUWXQLW\&+1
RXUDQGH MLKXL¶ \UROGPDOH
from Harbin, electronics dealer)
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Xiaochen and my other interlocutors 
FRPPHQWV VXJJHVW WKDW WKHH[SHULHQFH
of Chinese transnational migration is 
QHLWKHU OLEHUDWLQJQRURSSUHVVLYH.H\
ZRUNV ZLWKLQ OLWHUDWXUH RQ &KLQHVH
migration have often emphasized 
transnational mobility as a source 
of freedom. Aihwa Ongs notion of 
µÀH[LEOH FLWL]HQVKLS¶ IRU H[DPSOH
FHOHEUDWHGWKHVWUDWHJLFDQGÀH[LEOHZD\
Chinese entrepreneurs move between 
different economically advantageous 
FRXQWULHV 2QJ  6KH GHVFULEHV
WKHVH µÀH[LEOH FLWL]HQV¶ DV EDVWLRQV RI
Chinas new economic growth, and a 
model for successful Chinese subjects 
1\LUL+RZHYHU%DUDN.DOLULV
FULWLFDORIWKLVHPSKDVLVRQµÀXLGLW\¶LQ
much of the literature on transnational 
PRELOLW\ .DOLU  +H IROORZHG
Chinese labourers between Israel 
and China, noting the ways capital 
accumulation and state discourses 
intersect with the everyday imperatives 
of mobile Chinese people. Further, he 
noted that although Chinese labourers 
RIWHQEHQH¿WIURPWKHLUZRUNLQ,VUDHO
their successes by no means outshone 
their peers who never left China. In 
OLQH ZLWK .DOLU¶V REVHUYDWLRQV P\
interlocutors stories demonstrate that 
the era of the transnational Chinese 
subject as the epitome of success is 
in decline. Moving overseas can be a 
reaction to failure as much as a drive 
for success. What is more, although 
Chinese state discourses encourage 
mobility as a sign of being a good 
modern Chinese subject, mobility in 
LWVHOI LV QRW H[SHULHQFHG DV VXFK 0\
interlocutors described it more as an 
HYHU\GD\ SUDFWLFH WKDW LV H[SHULHQFHG
as normal, shaped by their families, 
friends and personal attempts to 
negotiate failures and successes. 
The Everyday Practice of Moving
In many ways there is little new to my 
¿QGLQJV DERXW WKH VKDSH DQG IRUP RI
\RXQJPRELOH&KLQHVH LQ -DSDQ/LNH
other researchers on Chinese migration 
to Japan, I found their movements to 
be distinctly transnational, creating 
OLQNV DQG QHWZRUNV EHWZHHQ -DSDQ
DQG&KLQD7DMLPD/LX)DUUHU
/LX)DUUHU7KHVKDSHRI
this transnationalism is not dissimilar 
to other migratory patterns elsewhere 
LQ WKH ZRUOG 3HJJ\ /HYLWW¶V ZRUN RQ
'RPLQLFDQV LQ %RVWRQ /HYLWW 
and Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelos 
ZRUN RQ WUDQVQDWLRQDO PLJUDWLRQ
EHWZHHQ0H[LFRDQGWKH8QLWHGVWDWHV
+RQGDJQHX6RWHORVKRZVLPLODU
SDWWHUQVRIPRYHPHQWVEDFNDQGIRUWK
between host country and home. These 
PRYHPHQWV FUHDWH QHWZRUNV EHWZHHQ
the two spaces which affect migrants 
sense of place in the world. They also 
FUHDWHQHWZRUNVZKLFKIDFLOLWDWHIXWXUH
movements along similar lines. Rather 
than focus on the shape and form of 
transnational migration however, I 
WDNH LQVSLUDWLRQ IURP WKH EDQDO WRQH
of my interlocutors migration stories. 
Hence, instead of using migration 
and transnationalism as the primary 
OHQV WR LQWHUURJDWH WKHLU H[SHULHQFHV
I prefer a broader concept of mobility 
DQG µHYHU\GD\ SUDFWLFH¶ 'H &HUWHDX
,1984) which utilises Bourdieus sense 
of the semi-conscious and practical 
strategizing that comes from habituated 
VRFLDOOLIH%RXUGLHX
,Q KLV ERRN The Practice of 
Everyday Life, Michel De Certeau 
draws attention to ways of operating 
WKDW DUH FRQVLGHUHG µHYHU\GD\¶ 
[L $ FROOHFWLRQ RI HVVD\V KLV ZRUN
highlights the strategic and tactical 
16 | IRSR Volume 3, Issue 1, February 2013
 - 10.1515/irsr-2013-0002
Downloaded from PubFactory at 08/04/2016 12:00:02PM
via free access
QDWXUH RI SUDFWLFHV VXFK DV ZDONLQJ
through the city, consumption and 
telling stories about oneself. From 
WKHVH H[DPSOHV 'H &HUWHDX SURYLGHV
VHYHUDOXVHIXOWRROVWRH[SORUHSHRSOH¶V
DWWHPSWV WR QHJRWLDWH ZLGHU FRQWH[WV
De Certeau emphasizes innovation and 
negotiation, arguing that agents are 
unrecognised producers, poets of their 
own acts, silent discoverers of their 
own paths in the jungle of functionalist 
UDWLRQDOLW\¶  [YLL 3HRSOH¶V
life trajectories are thus shaped by 
their cultures, which determine the 
elements used, but not the phrasing 
produced by the bricolageWKHDUWLVDQ
OLNHLQYHQWLYHQHVV¶IRXQGZLWKLQHDFK
VWHS RI WKHLU OLYHG H[SHULHQFHV +H
often refers to this process as simply 
µPDNLQJGR¶ [YLL(DFKRIP\
interlocutors stories shared much in 
common; 90% had initially moved to 
Japan on a student visa, and parental 
LQÀXHQFH LQ WKH GHFLVLRQPDNLQJ
process was very common. On the 
other hand, each of their stories had 
a unique phrasing and trajectory 
which demonstrates the tellers own 
UROHLQPDNLQJVHQVHRIZLGHUIRUFHV
An Inner-Mongolian couples tale 
RIKRZWKH\FDPHWR-DSDQH[HPSOL¿HV
WKH SURFHVV RI µPDNLQJ GR¶ ZKLOH
engaging with these forces. Despite 
growing up together as children, the 
desire to study had drawn them away 
from each other since they were 17. 
The wife, Non, had not grown up 
VSHDNLQJ0DQGDULQDQGKDGRQO\OHDUQW
VWDQGDUGLVHG PRGHUQ &KLQHVH &+1
Putonghua) when she started her later 
years in primary school. She said that 
OLQJXLVWLFGLI¿FXOWLHVKDGDOZD\VPDGH
her feel out of place within the urban 
centres of China, and so, at 17 when an 
opportunity to study in Japan arose she 
WRRNLWZLWKRXWWKLQNLQJ6KHVDLGWKDW
Mongolian is grammatically similar 
to Japanese, and that she thought that 
VKHPLJKW¿W LQPRUH LQ-DSDQGXH WR
a perceived commonality between 
Mongolians and Japanese people. Her 
move as a student would later channel 
her husbands move to Japan. He 
described his tale as follows:
The biggest reason [I came to 
Japan] is that I met my wife 
&+1 ODRSR µPLVVXV¶ EDFN
where we come from. We got 
along really well after not having 
seen each other since we were 
NLGVDQGZHVWDUWHGWRGDWH&+1
tanlianai). However, she was 
going to go to Japan, and I thought 
Not a problem it could only 
be around a year right? But she 
GLGQ¶WFRPHEDFN«DIWHUWKDWVKH
got a job and our lives were stable 
&+1ZHQGLQJOH,NQRZ\RX
probably want me to give a really 
VHQWLPHQWDO UHDVRQ OLNH µ, FDPH
here just for her, blah blah but it 
UHDOO\ ZDVQ¶W OLNH WKDW« , UHDOO\
just thought try studying abroad 
&+1OLX[XHEHL6HHLI,FDQJHW
XVHG WR LWKHUH VHHZKDW LW¶V OLNH
\RXNQRZ¶
I include this couples tale to show 
KRZHYHQZKHQPRELOHSHRSOHWDNHWKH
VDPHLQVWLWXWLRQDOSDWKVWXGHQWYLVDV
their trajectories have unique aspects. 
8QOLNH;LDRFKHQ¶V VWRU\ WKHKXVEDQG
within this couple had a stable life 
in China as a relatively successful 
small business owner. He did not have 
SUHVWLJLRXV TXDOL¿FDWLRQV KH RZQHG
a hair salon), nor did he see this as a 
failing. Further, his parents held little 
sway over his life. As a young boy 
he had moved often between distant 
relatives and felt little bond to his 
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mother and father. What is more, they 
rarely intervened in his life decisions. 
+LV WDOH RI PRELOLW\ LV DQ H[DPSOH RI
KRZ ZH µPDNH GR¶ ZLWK RSSRUWXQLWLHV
and imperatives presented to us in the 
everyday. His tale is not merely a 
romantic story of following his wife. 
0XFKOLNH;LDRFKHQKHWROGWKLVVWRU\
with a gruff, pragmatic tone, trying to 
downplay its romantic aspects. This 
could be interpreted as an attempt to 
avoid the gender hierarchy inversion 
that often comes when women migrate 
¿UVW 6KHED+RZHYHU ,GRQRW
IHHO WKLV HQWLUHO\ H[SODLQV KLV WRQH
After living in Japan for three years he 
had established a relatively successful 
KDLUVDORQLQ,NHEXNXURZKLFKFDWHUHG
WR ORFDO &KLQHVHVSHDNLQJ FXVWRPHUV
7KURXJKRXWP\¿HOGZRUNZLWKKLPKH
never showed a sense of emasculation 
or resentment about following his wife. 
He also never mentioned a desire for 
education or social mobility. Rather, he 
would imply he was more interested in 
µOLYLQJZHOO¶&+1guohaorizi); often 
using the phrase as long as Im happy 
&+1kaixin jiu hao le). These stories 
and others demonstrate an absence 
of ambition in decisions to become 
PRELOHODFNLQJIURPFXUUHQWGLVFRXUVHV
on mobility.
Disjunctures and obstacles in 
navigating everyday mobility
De Certeau recognises the habituating 
power of wider forces while showing 
reservations about researchers abilities 
to accurately account for what these are 
%XFKDQDQ,¿QGWKLVXVHIXO
when considering the congruence 
between my interlocutors decisions 
to move to Japan and Chinas wider 
discourse of the mobile Chinese subject. 
Focusing on mobility as an everyday 
practice which involves the process 
RI µPDNLQJ GR¶ LV KHUPHQHXWLFDOO\
useful. It allows us to incorporate the 
normalization of institutional forces 
LQ WKH H[SHULHQFH RI PRYLQJ ZLWKRXW
treating those institutional forces as 
deterministic. For Xiaochen and many 
others, their parents internalisation 
of the Chinese governments 
encouragement of mobility was a 
deciding factor in sending them 
overseas. This created a matter-of-fact 
reality to the interpretation of moving 
DVGHVLUDEOHHYHQLIWDNHQDVDVHFRQG
choice after failures at home. As one 
of my interlocutors said, the mundane 
sense of Chinese mobility regimes 
now means the question is no longer 
why move? but rather why not?
7KH FRQFHSW RI µPDNLQJ GR¶
KDV PXFK LQ FRPPRQ ZLWK +HQULN
Vighs suggested use of the term 
navigation when discussing mobile 
subjects attempts to negotiate a 
PRELOH ZRUOG 9LJK  ,Q XVLQJ
WKH WHUP µQDYLJDWLRQ¶ OLWHUDOO\ to 
sail 9LJK WDNHV LQVSLUDWLRQ IURP WKH
ÀXLGPHWDSKRUV WKDWKDYHSUROLIHUDWHG
in studies of globalization and 
transnationalism, while highlighting 
some of their limitations. Vigh argues 
WKDW WKH HPSKDVLV RQ ÀRZV DQG RWKHU
ÀXLG PHWDSKRUV KDV PDGH LW GLI¿FXOW
to incorporate what people do into the 
wider forces they contend with. At the 
same time he notes that metaphors 
within practice theory, such as 
%RXUGLHX¶V µ¿HOG¶  RIWHQ ODFN
a dynamic sense of the interactional 
PRYHPHQWVRISHRSOHDQGWKHFRQWH[WV
which situate them.
Navigation highlights motion 
within motion; it is the act of moving 
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in an environment that is wavering 
and unsettled, and when used to 
illuminate social life it directs our 
attention to the fact that we move in 
social environments of actors and 
actants, individuals and institutions, 
that engage and move us as we move 
DORQJ¶9LJQ
The metaphor of navigation 
is a useful addition to a broader 
understanding of mobile peoples 
DWWHPSWV WR µPDNH GR¶ ,W DOORZV
XV WR DFNQRZOHGJH WKH FKDQJLQJ
QDWXUH RI VLWXDWLRQV SHRSOH µPDNH
do in. Navigation also allows for a 
UHFRJQLWLRQ RI GLI¿FXOW VLWXDWLRQV WKDW
PD\ DULVH XQH[SHFWHGO\ OLNH D VWRUP
at sea. Despite the narration of moving 
to Japan as normal, mobile Chinese 
LQ -DSDQ VWLOO IDFHG PDQ\ GLI¿FXOWLHV
8QH[SHFWHG FLUFXPVWDQFHV ZRXOG
arise that dramatically changed their 
imagined trajectory. This could also 
disrupt their perception of moving 
as normal and desirable. Chinese 
QHZFRPHUVLQ7RN\RRIWHQIHOWDQ[LHW\
DERXWWKHLUODFNRIDSODFHLQWKHZRUOG
None of my interlocutors aspired 
WR UHPDLQ LQ -DSDQ LQGH¿QLWHO\ EXW
at the same time those who tried to 
UHWXUQ WR WKH 35& ZRXOG VRRQ ¿QG
WKHPVHOYHV GUDZQ EDFN WR -DSDQ
They were transnational in terms of 
embodied mobility, and often moved in 
coherence with the regimes of mobility 
between China and Japan. However, 
WKHLU WKZDUWHGDWWHPSWV WRPDNHVHQVH
of their place in the world often made 
LW GLI¿FXOW IRU WKHP WR LPDJLQH IXWXUH
trajectories. 
The limits put on movement bear 
a burden on people trying to move. 
7KLVZDVH[SHULHQFHGE\PDQ\RIP\
interlocutors in their efforts to secure 
passports and in their failures to gain 
access to more prestigious destinations 
abroad. However, once mobile these 
limitations also become a burden on 
peoples desire to stay in one place. 
In many senses, once mobile, young 
Chinese people in Japan are forcefully 
made transnational; unable to cease 
the multiple mobilities they negotiate. 
Caught in the tides that encouraged 
them to go overseas, they return to 
&KLQD RQO\ WR ¿QG WKHPVHOYHV OHIW
behind by those that have stayed. 
Many Chinese people in this situation 
¿QGLWQHFHVVDU\WROHDYH&KLQDDJDLQ
maintaining a mobile and at times 
precarious life. This conundrum is 
epitomised in the use of two popular 
Chinese terms to refer to returnees. 
Successful returnees are referred to as 
µVHD WXUWOHV¶ &+1 haigui) which is 
a homophonic word play on another 
term that means to return from 
overseas. This resonates nicely with 
Vighs navigation as sea turtles can 
VNLOIXOO\ PDQRHXYUH WKURXJK URXJK
waters with purpose and ambition. 
In contrast, a term that refers to the 
unsuccessful returnees has emerged. 
µ6HDZHHG¶&+1haidai), a wordplay 
on the former metaphor, implies the 
RSSRVLWH/LNHWKHJUHHQDTXDWLFZHHG
unsuccessful returnees are seen as 
EHLQJ VSDW EDFN RQWR VKRUH IURP WKH
sea. 
Many of my interlocutors would 
PDNHMRNHVDERXWEHFRPLQJµVHDZHHG¶
if they return to China, feeling unsure 
about their future prospects. Their 
futures in Japan were equally uncertain 
however, as the limitations on Japans 
immigration system weighed heavily 
on their minds. As mentioned above, 
the Japanese visa system has ensured 
that Chinese people enter and continue 
to live in Japan in increasingly 
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convenient and legal ways. At the same 
time, migrants on these temporary 
visas have few symbolic or political 
rights. Similarly, permanent and long-
term resident visa holders have no right 
WR HQJDJH LQ ORFDO SROLWLFV DQG ¿QG LW
H[WUHPHO\ GLI¿FXOW WR JDLQ QDWLRQDOLW\
due to Japans requirement of descent 
IRU FLWL]HQVKLS LXV VDQJXLQLXV )RU
most people, this is not a concern, 
however many of my interlocutors 
ZRXOG FLWH WKLV H[DPSOH DV D F\QLFDO
reason for not staying in Japan longer. 
&RQVHTXHQWO\ LW LV YHU\ UDUH WR ¿QG
a naturalized citizen amongst the 
&KLQHVH SHRSOH OLYLQJ LQ ,NHEXNXUR
even amongst those who have lived 
WKHUH IRU  \HDUV $FFRUGLQJ WR P\
interlocutors understanding, this is 
because you must change your name 
to a Japanese one, give up Chinese 
citizenship and register permanently 
with a municipal government in 
order to gain Japanese citizenship. 
In actuality these conditions have not 
EHHQ SDUW RI WKH RI¿FLDO UHJXODWLRQV
VLQFH  EXW DUH PDLQWDLQHG DV D
convention within many of the local 
JRYHUQPHQWRI¿FHVWKDWDGPLQLVWHUWKH
PXQLFLSDO UHJLVWUDWLRQ V\VWHP -31
NRVHNL0RUULV6X]XNL0RUULV
6X]XNL,QWKLVZD\LQVWLWXWLRQDO
forces or the threat of now-defunct 
LQVWLWXWLRQDO SUDFWLFHV FDQ NHHS D
subject mobile past their desire to 
remain so.
The inability to remain in Japan 
permanently, and the fear of being 
seaweed in China, place many 
PRELOH &KLQHVH SHRSOH LQ D GLI¿FXOW
position. They are faced with the 
socio-economic obstacles of mobility, 
while also no longer being able to 
cease being mobile. The uncertainties 
DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK WKLV NLQG RI OLIHVW\OH
ZHUH RIWHQ GHVFULEHG DV D µÀRDWLQJ¶
&+1 piao), and also occasionally 
µÀRDWLQJZDQGHULQJ¶ &+1 fuyou). 
Vanessa Fongs research on young 
Chinese abroad has also noted the 
common use of the term.
Transnational Chinese students 
often describe their sojourns in 
developed countries as conditions of 
ÀRDWLQJ SLDR D FRQFHSW DVVRFLDWHG
with instability, transience, uncertainty, 
DQGDODFNRIURRWHGQHVV¶)RQJ
98) 
,QJHQHUDOµÀRDWLQJ¶KDVDQHJDWLYH
FRQQRWDWLRQ FRQVWLWXWHG E\ D ODFN RI
agency and sense of indeterminacy. 
7KH VWRU\ RI µ/DROLX¶ GHPRQVWUDWHV
the personal tensions found within 
negotiations of place, with its associated 
diasporic imaginaries and life projects. 
Moreover, it demonstrates how the 
normalized fantasy of mobility as a 
means to personal betterment popular 
LQ &KLQD FRQÀLFWV ZLWK WKH HYHU\GD\
imperatives of embodied mobility and 
the life choices presented therein. 
, ¿UVW PHW /DROLX ZKLOVW ZDWFKLQJ
a billiards game with a group of my 
LQIRUPDQWV7KH\KHOGDZHHNO\PDWFK
on Wednesdays to play for small 
amounts of money and blow off steam 
IURP WKHLU RWKHUZLVH KHFWLF ZRUN DQG
study lives. I sat on a couch near the 
tables discussing my research question 
with a new friend I had been introduced 
WR ZKHQ /DROLX DSSURDFKHG XV +H
wore a grey pinstriped suit and had his 
KDLU VOLFNHG EDFN LQ D IDVKLRQ DOPRVW
reminiscent of pop culture images of 
-DSDQHVHPD¿D
+H RIWHQ VSRNH WR PH ZHDYLQJ
Japanese nouns and adjectives into 
otherwise Chinese sentence structures, 
and occasionally using the Chinese 
pronunciation of a Japanese character 
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compound. He described Japan as a 
µEHQUL¶ -31convenient) place where 
HYHU\RQH¶VµVX]KL¶&+1quality) was 
KLJK,QSDUWLFXODUKHWDONHGRIKRZKH
wanted to learn the Japanese approach 
WRµVHUYLFH¶&+1fuwu) as he thought 
LW ZDV GHFLGHGO\ ODFNLQJ LQ 1RUWKHDVW
China. Amongst the people I had met so 
far, he was the most enthusiastic about 
his life in Japan. He also suggested 
applying for Japanese citizenship.
2YHU WKH FRXUVH RI P\ ¿HOGZRUN
/DROLX DQG , EHFDPH YHU\ FORVH DQG
I discovered things about his life 
that brought many nuances to his 
RULJLQDO SHUIRUPDQFHRI DIÀXHQFH DQG
enthusiasm. In contrast to his initial 
display of certainty about his life 
project in Japan, perhaps a year after our 
initial meeting he came to a crossroads 
that made him question many things. I 
received a phone call from him at around 
2am in the morning. He was tentative 
and sounded concerned, eventually 
DVNLQJPHIRUDGYLFH+HH[SODLQHGWR
me that his Japanese boss had offered 
KLP D VLJQL¿FDQW SURPRWLRQ EXW WKDW
KHGLGQ¶W NQRZZKHWKHUKHZDQWHG WR
WDNHLW
'HVSLWH /DROLX¶V H[FLWHPHQW DERXW
Japan, when faced with the actuality of 
OLYLQJWKHUHIRUDQRWKHU¿YH\HDUVWKH
contract for the promotion), he became 
incredibly distressed. He discussed 
with me at length how he wanted to 
get married but could never marry a 
Japanese woman; how he wanted to 
WDNH FDUH RI KLV IDPLO\ EXW WKDW WKH\
could never come to Japan; how he 
FRXOG PDNH PRUH PRQH\ HOVHZKHUH
in China perhaps, but that he didnt 
have any connections. Finally he said 
that most importantly this isnt my 
KRPH¶,DVNHGLIKH¶GOLNHPHWRPHHW
him and suggested that we call some 
of his friends, but he declined. Despite 
repeated phone calls he remained 
ZLWKGUDZQIRUWKHQH[WPRQWKXQWLOKH
¿QDOO\JRWEDFNLQWRXFKDQGWROGPHKH
KDGGHFLGHGQRWWRWDNHWKHSURPRWLRQ
but remain in his current job, waiting 
to see if he had a change of heart. He 
WKHQ VDLG KH¶G MXVW µÀRDW¶ LQ -DSDQ
&+1piao zai riben).
7KHGLVWUHVVH[SHULHQFHGE\/DROLX
due to the tensions between his desires 
WREHDVXFFHVVIXOPRELOHVXEMHFWWDNH
care of his family and be in a place he 
IHOWKHEHORQJHGLVEXWRQHH[DPSOHRI
the disruptions contemporary regimes 
of mobility bring for young mobile 
Chinese. Amongst my interlocutors the 
sense of being unsure was incredibly 
common. The tensions between places 
and life projects created this alienation. 
/DROLXGLGQRW VLPSO\ZLVK WREHORQJ
in Japan, nor did he just wish to 
return home. The movement between 
places has left him vulnerable to his 
sense of simultaneous uncertainty 
and obligation. In this sense, the 
normalization of regimes of mobility 
within and from China has not produced 
&KLQHVHVXEMHFWVWKDWSHUIHFWO\¿WLQWR
LW'HVSLWH WKHRI¿FLDOHQFRXUDJHPHQW
RI FHUWDLQ NLQGV RI PRELOLW\ EHWZHHQ
China and Japan, mobility still presents 
FRQÀLFWLQJLPSHUDWLYHVDQGGLI¿FXOWLHV
for young mobile Chinese people.
/DROLX¶VUHDFWLRQWRKLVXQFHUWDLQW\
was not hapless. It demonstrated a 
distinct sense of navigation; even 
if only a short term strategy. It was 
GLI¿FXOWWR¿QGRXWPRUHDERXW/DROLX¶V
motivations, as he did not want to 
WDON DERXW LW +RZHYHU KLV UHDFWLRQ
suggests a tactical navigation of the 
mobile forces and options presented 
to him. Rather than choose a particular 
FHUWDLQW\ WR WDNH WKH SURPRWLRQ RU
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UHWXUQWR&KLQD/DROLXRSWHGWRIRUHJR
any immediate outcomes. He rejected 
ERWK LPPRELOLW\ DQG PRELOLW\ ¿QGLQJ
DVROXWLRQPRUHDNLQWRµÀRDWLQJ¶WKDQ
YROXQWDU\ PRYHPHQW +H NHSW KLV
options open for the foreseeable future 
E\ NHHSLQJ PXOWLSOH OLIH WUDMHFWRULHV
and mobilities open.
An everyday practice approach 
LV XVHIXO LQ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ /DROLX¶V
attempts to negotiate the limitations 
of mobility. In discussing everyday 
practice, De Certeau suggests we 
distinguish between tactics and 
strategies. Strategies are more 
purposefully political and often refer to 
attempts to change socio-cultural and 
spatial orders. In contrast, tactics are 
ways of operating that often undercut 
wider forces without necessarily 
FKDQJLQJ WKHP7KH\ DUH ZKDW PDNHV
up much of everyday practice.
0DQ\ HYHU\GD\ SUDFWLFHV WDONLQJ
reading, moving about, shopping, 
FRRNLQJ HWF DUH WDFWLFDO LQ FKDUDFWHU
And so are, more generally, many 
ways of operating: victories of the 
µZHDN¶ RYHU WKH µVWURQJ¶ ZKHWKHU WKH
strength be that of powerful people or 
the violence of things or of an imposed 
RUGHU HWF FOHYHU WULFNV PDQHXYHUV
polymorphic simulations, poetic as 
ZHOODVZDUOLNHGH&HUWHDX
Vigh also applies De Certeaus 
dichotomy of tactics and strategies to his 
FRQFHSWRIQDYLJDWLRQ¶&RXSOLQJ
the idea of navigation with a conceptual 
GLFKRWRP\IURP'H&HUWHDXZH
can say that strategy is the process of 
demarcating and constituting space and 
tactics the process of navigating it. 
9LJK
5DWKHU WKDQ SRUWUD\LQJ /DROLX DV
totally distraught, I would suggest his 
GHFLVLRQ WR µÀRDW¶ ZDV D WDFWLFDO RQH
8QDEOH WR FKDQJH WKH ZLGHU UHJLPHV
that shaped the options presented to 
him he opted to drop his sails and stop 
navigating for a while. This suggests 
the tactical uses of immobility and 
µÀRDWLQJ¶ LQ \RXQJ PRELOH &KLQHVH
attempts to negotiate the disruptions 
and disjuncture found within wider 
regimes of mobility.
Conclusion
5HÀHFWLQJ RQ KLV UHVHDUFK RQ
LQWHUQDWLRQDO /HEDQHVH PLJUDQWV
*KDVVDQ +DJH VWDWHV µLW LV D PLVWDNH
WR WKLQN WKDW LI SHRSOH PRYH DFURVV
national borders, this movement 
LV QHFHVVDULO\ WKH PRVW VLJQL¿FDQW
DQG GH¿QLQJ HOHPHQW LQ WKHLU OLYHV¶
+DJH   &ULWLFDO RI PL
gration literatures tendency to 
overemphasize the importance of 
imagined communities and mobility 
DVWKHGH¿QLQJDVSHFWVRIPLJUDWLRQKH
argues for more careful ethnographic 
attention to what is symbolically 
VLJQL¿FDQWLQSHRSOH¶VDFWXDOOLYHV7R
KLJKOLJKWZKDWLVVLJQL¿FDQWLQSHRSOHV¶
OLYHVKRZHYHUZHPXVWDOVRWDNHQRWH
RIWKHµLQVLJQL¿FDQW¶
7KLV SDSHU KDV WDNHQ WKH EDQDO
tone of Chinese migrants narratives 
RIPRELOLW\LQ7RN\RDVDVLJQWKDWWKH
act of movement does not stand out as 
WKH PRVW H[FHSWLRQDO DVSHFW RI WKHLU
OLYHV 5DWKHU LW LV D µWDFWLF¶ WKDW ¿WV
into wider regimes of mobility found 
between Chinas drive for educational 
and economic success, and Japans 
own visa system which acts as a 
SUR[\ ODERXU PLJUDWLRQ VFKHPH 7KH
VLJQL¿FDQW HOHPHQWV WKDW PRWLYDWH
young Chinese moving to Japan are not 
the act of migration itself, but rather a 
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wide range of everyday imperatives. 
)RUPDQ\\RXQJSHRSOHOLNH;LDRFKHQ
it was the failure to get into a good 
university. For others it was the desire 
to be with loved ones. Finally, some of 
my interlocutors simply found it hard 
to justify not moving to Japan when an 
opportunity arose. These factors are the 
ÀX[RIWKHµHYHU\GD\¶ZKLFKFRQVWLWXWH
the wider mobilities we navigate. They 
are perhaps smaller eddies, currents and 
whirlpools than the wider transnational 
ÀRZVEHWZHHQ&KLQDDQG-DSDQEXWRQ
WKHH[SHULHQWLDOOHYHOWKH\DSSHDUHGWR
be what counted for my interlocutors.
An approach which emphasizes 
mobility as an everyday practice, 
ZLWK µQDYLJDWLRQ¶ DQG µPDNLQJ GR¶ DV
its focal point, is a useful interpretive 
WRRO ,W DOORZV XV WR H[SORUH WKH
contours of what Noel B Salazar 
and Allen Smart call the embodied 
practices of mobility and world-
shaping meanings of mobility , which 
can be interpreted as the imaginaries 
associated with mobility versus the act 
RI PRYLQJ 6DOD]DU DQG 6PDUW 
 ,QGHHG 6DOD]DU KDV DOVR QRWHG
that imaginaries are a dynamic mobile 
SKHQRPHQD LQ WKHPVHOYHV 6DOD]DU
 ,Q WKH FRQWH[W RI &KLQHVH
migration to Japan, the world-shaping 
meanings of mobility are produced by 
a governmental drive for educational 
and economic success, which are then 
internalised within parents hopes and 
desires for their children and a more 
general valuing of the self as a modern 
&KLQHVH VXEMHFW¶ 1\LUL  7KHVH
meanings intersect with the imaginaries 
which shape the place of foreigners in 
Japan. Over the past twenty years they 
KDYHEHHQWUHDWHGDVDQLQVWUXPHQWDO¿[
to economic problems with very few 
discourses of multiculturalism forming 
around Chinese migrants to create 
QHZ µZRUOGPDNLQJ PHDQLQJV¶ WKDW
place them in Japan long term. In this 
sense, they are almost forcefully made 
transnational due to the meanings 
which situate them.
The embodied practice of moving 
articulates with these wider meanings 
in several ways. It demonstrates not 
only obstacles to movement, but also 
how individuals struggle to control 
certain mobilities. For Xiaochen and 
others, the meanings generated from 
Chinas regimes of mobility normalize 
WKHH[SHULHQFHRIPRYLQJ WR-DSDQ ,W
LV H[SHULHQFHG DV XQHYHQWIXO DQG LV
described as merely a tactical option 
WDNHQGXHWRRWKHULPSHUDWLYHV,WZDV
described by many young Chinese in 
Japan as only partly their own choice, 
suggesting the choice between multiple 
mobilities as an obstacle in itself. As 
/DROLX¶VVWRU\VKRZVWKHHPERGLHGIDFW
of being mobile means new imaginaries 
are presented. However, this is not 
QHFHVVDULO\ OLEHUDWLQJ )RU /DROLX DQ
RIIHU WR WDNH D SURPRWLRQ DQG UHPDLQ
in Japan, triggered several other 
FRQÀLFWLQJ KRSHV DQG GHVLUHV KH KDG
for the future, some of which longed 
for a less mobile lifestyle. As in Vighs 
argument that the embodied practice of 
PRELOLW\DOZD\VWDNHVSODFHLQDZRUOG
that is also changing and in motion, 
/DROLXIRXQGKLPVHOIFRQWHQGLQJZLWK
possible mobilities that disrupted his 
sense of place in the world. Although 
KHRULJLQDOO\IHOWOLNHDPRELOHPRGHUQ
Chinese subject, new options revealed 
his uncertain feelings. Overwhelmed 
by the options presented to him, he 
asserted himself through his everyday 
practice; tactically choosing to be 
LPPRELOH RU DW OHDVW µÀRDWLQJ¶ UDWKHU
than navigating.
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Mobility is neither liberating nor 
oppressive. It is not indicative of 
subjects situated as victims of global 
capital nor as free agents. Rather, 
mobility is a constant feature of our 
VRFLDO ZRUOGV DQG LV H[SUHVVHG E\
agents as a part of everyday practice. 
Although movement overseas is 
VWDWLVWLFDOO\ H[FHSWLRQDO LW LV QRW
H[SHULHQFHGDV VXFKE\\RXQJPRELOH
&KLQHVH OLYLQJ LQ ,NHEXNXUR 7RN\R
7KHLU H[SHULHQFHV UHPLQG XV WKDW LW LV
not their status as migrants or students 
that merit anthropological attention, 
EXWWKHLU OLYHVDVDQH[DPSOHRIEHLQJ
human, which mobility is an important 
SDUW RI 7KH WHUP µÀRDWLQJ¶ XVHG E\
young mobile Chinese draws our 
attention to the ways in which mobility 
DQGÀXLGLW\VHUYHDVXVHIXOPHWDSKRUV
for people in their daily lives. 
7KURXJKWKHPHWDSKRURIµÀRDWLQJ¶WKH
WUDQVLHQFH RI WKH HYHU\GD\ WDNHV RQ
QHZPHDQLQJVWKDWDUHUHÀHFWHGLQWKH
ÀXLG PHWDSKRUV RI PRELOLW\ VFKRODUV
However, it is important to distinguish 
between mobility as an etic theoretical 
interest, and mobile metaphors used 
by our interlocutors themselves. For 
many, the language of mobility is not 
concerned with the act of moving but 
the inertia of everyday life. For them, 
everyday life is already moving, and 
the imperative to navigate this is what 
GH¿QHVWKHLUGDLO\SUDFWLFH
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